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Abstract
Background: Cardiovascular diseases (CVD) are increasing rapidly and have become a major health problem
worldwide. India, a developing country, is facing the same issue now and has the epidemic of coronary artery disease
(CAD). Stress and poor lifestyle habits are identified as well-known risk factors contributing to the development of
CVD in many patients. Patients with cardiovascular disease who do not respond to routine medical treatment will
have to go through cardiovascular surgeries. Purpose: To identify various complementary therapies and update
their clinical effectiveness among patients following cardiac surgery. Methods: We searched PubMed, Medline,
CINAHL, Science Direct, Google Scholar, Scopus, Cochrane library, Indmed, Medind databases for identifying
the relevant studies and retrieved available literature. The descriptive synthesis was done. Conclusion: Utilization
of complementary therapies as adjuvant therapy in the post-operative period will be a promising intervention
to reduce anxiety, pain, duration of hospital stay, use of sedative drug, and to promote relaxation, satisfaction
and speedy recovery. The evidence is emerging that complementary therapies are the most important aspects of
promoting healing experiences among patients following cardiovascular surgery. Further research is required to
strengthen the evidence. Clinical Implications: Complementary therapies have many non-invasive techniques
that are cost-effective. They are simple with fewer side effects when compared to drugs. Recent research shows
that these therapies reduce the various risk factors and also improve postoperative outcomes inpatients following
cardiac surgery.
Key words: Complementary Therapies, Cardiac Surgery, Postoperative Outcomes, Evidence Based Practice,
Review.

INTRODUCTION
Cardiovascular diseases (CVD) are becoming a
major health problem globally. Cardiovascular
disease is the main reason for more than 25% deaths
in India. It has been estimated that by next 15 years,
cardiovascular diseases will increase drastically
in India and that India will have more than 50%
of the global burden of cardiovascular disease. In
developing countries, coronary artery disease (CAD)
and stroke have become the prominent cause of
mortality (Gupta, Joshi, Mohan, Reddy, & Yusuf,
2009). If the patients with cardiovascular disease are
not responding to medical treatment will have to
undergo cardiovascular surgeries.

Undergoing major cardiac surgery is a highly
stressful experience for the patients and results in
increased levels of anxiety. Stress due to fear, pain
or discomfort after major cardiac surgery may have
a negative effect which may influence the patient’s
coping abilities during their recovery and postoperative period (Gonzales, et al., 2010).
Importance of this review
Complementary and alternative therapies have
been used by the nurses for many years to alleviate
anxiety, minimize or relieve pain and to promote
the optimum level of well-being and comfort.
These therapies are based on rigorous research
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evidence needed to be implemented in nursing care
during the postoperative phase as a supplement to
pharmacological management. Although analgesic
drugs are helpful in reducing the pain, they have
adverse effects that may contribute to further
discomfort for the patients. There is a necessity for the
nurses to identify therapeutic nursing interventions
which could be very safe, effective and practically
implementable by them to the patients following
major cardiac surgery (Hattan, King, & Griffiths,
2002).

relaxation, acupuncture, acupressure, reflexology,
aromatherapy, music therapy, guided imagery,
and meditation. Normally, drugs are administered
to manage anxiety and pain during pre and postoperative period, but growing research evidence
shows the importance of complementary therapies
in the post-operative period. These therapies are
practiced to minimize pain, anxiety, duration of
hospital stay, use of sedative drugs and to promote
relaxation, sleep, satisfaction and well-being(Hart,
2009).

METHODS

There has been a focus on complementary therapy
or non-pharmacological techniques to manage or
alleviate pain and anxiety in the recent years. Patients
and family members as healthcare consumers are
looking to seek a care in holistic approach by making
use of alternative and complementary therapies
to promote optimum level of health and sense of
well-being.
Complementary therapies or nonpharmacological methods have many non-invasive
techniques that are cost-effective, simple with fewer
side effects when compared to drugs(Wentworth, et
al., 2009).

We searched PubMed, Medline, CINAHL, Science
Direct, Google Scholar, Scopus, Cochrane library,
Indmed, Medind databases for identifying the
relevant studies and available literature. Different
combinations of search terms were used to collect
available literature and retrieved relevant research
studies. Search terms included were complementary
therapies, alternative therapies, cardiac surgery,
coronary artery bypass graft surgery, CABG, pain,
anxiety, and postoperative outcomes. The descriptive
synthesis was adapted to report the findings.
Predictors of pain and anxiety
Although cardiac surgery is very useful and essential,
it is highly a stressful condition for patients. There
are certain factors that influence anxiety during
surgery such as anaesthesia-related issues, outcomes
of surgery, pain, complications, fear of death, etc.
Numerous researchers and clinicians consider that
it is important to know about the predictors of
anxiety and pain during the time of surgery to render
targeted interventions for patients to overcome these
predictors.The severity of anxiety and pain will
differ among patients during major cardiac surgery.
The level of anxiety will be higher in patients with
critical states admitted into the emergency room
for chest pain and informed that bypass surgery is
scheduled for next day morning when compared to
the patients at outpatient department for cataract
surgery scheduled weeks in advance(Flory, Salazar,
& Lang, 2007).
Complementary Therapies
Complementary therapies or alternative medicines are
used as adjuvant therapy alongside the conventional
medical management to enhance overall health and
wellbeing of the patients. Examples of these therapies
include yoga, massage therapy, progressive muscle

Complementary therapies are believed to reduce
anxiety and pain by arousing the relaxation through
stimulation of mechanism of the parasympathetic
nervous system. Additionally, to decrease tension
and pain during the postoperative period after
the surgery, complementary therapies intensively
engage the patients and aid in speedy recovery
(Vibhu, Kshettry, Carole, Henly, & Sendelbach,
2006). Complementary therapies are also supported
by the British Medical Association as various
indicators advocate that there is a significant rise in
the use of alternative therapies over the recent years
and growing interest in non-conventional therapies.
It is estimated that one in every third adult uses some
kind of complementary therapyin the United States
of America(Antigoni & Dimitrios, 2009).
Patient’s experience in complementary therapies
Complementary practitioners revealed that patients
gain many psychological and personal benefits from
complementary therapies. The following benefits
were noted in nurse-led reflexology, aromatherapy
and massage therapies: improved psychological
well-being, reduced level of anxiety, enhanced sense
of well-being and self-confidence, relief of stress and
tension, facilitation of a positive experience, relief
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from side effects such as pain, constipation, muscle
tension, insomnia, oedema, headache and vomiting
(Kilbey, 2005).
Available evidences of complementary therapies in
cardiac surgery
Massage Therapy
Massage therapy helps in reducing tension and aids
in relaxation and is widely accepted; massage therapy
may be a powerful tool according to emerging research
evidence which states that it is a useful intervention
in reducing anxiety, pain, discomfort and duration of
hospital stay postoperatively. Therapeutic massage
stimulates the sensory receptor in the nervous
system to activate the parasympathetic activity. A
patient, who receivesa therapeutic massage after the
surgery, recovers soon and heals faster because it
decreases adrenaline and cortisol results in reduced
pain, improved sleep. Massage also increases the
levels of serotonin and endorphin contributing to
higher levels of growth hormone (Fritz, 2013).
Randomized controlled trials on patients following
cardiac surgery concluded that there was a significant
reduction in anxiety, muscular tension and pain,
while there was improved satisfaction and relaxation
in the postoperative period among patients who
received the intervention (Braun, et al., 2012)(Bauer,
et al., 2010).
Yoga and Meditation
Yoga has been recognized as a most beneficial
complementary and alternative therapy, compared
to the expensive pharmacological therapy. Yoga
has been practiced for many centuries because
of its therapeutic benefits in India. Yoga is being
explored currently in the western countries due to its
increased reputation among larger population. Yoga
and meditation incorporate the body and mind for
positive health and spiritual benefits, it comprises
Asanas (Yogic exercise) Pranayama (Breathing
exercises) and Dhyana (Meditation). Yoga stimulates
the parasympathetic nervous system to work against
the sympathetic system to balance the stress and
reduce excessive stress(Sharma & Haider, 2012).
A randomized clinical trial evaluated the effect
of pranayama on the incidence of post-operative
pulmonary
complications
among
patients
undergoing CABG surgery. Results revealed
that the patients assigned to pranayama therapy
114

demonstrated improved oxygenation and reduced
post-operative complications (Bedi, Gupta, & Singh
, 2010). Meditation has been identified as a very
successful measure for reducing pain and anxiety
and also it is the best way to promote relaxation. The
practice of meditation contributes to the stability of
haemodynamics among the patients during the postoperative period. Patients who practiced spiritual
based medications had more comfortable stay and
experience in the hospital. Meditation improves the
recovery and minimizes pain, anxiety, suffering, and
decreases the costs and stay in the hospital among
the patients after surgery(Kiran, 2011).
Guided Imagery
Guided imagery is a method that guides the
imagination. It is a healing practice in which an
implementer uses descriptive language aimed
to promote psychological benefits, frequently
connecting numerous or all senses, in the mind of the
listener. Imagination plays a significant role along
with discussions with the person in this method.
Guided imagery practice with patients undergoing
cardiac surgery supports that it has potential benefits
during the recovery from surgery.
A randomized controlled trial evaluated the efficacy
of guided imagery on psychological outcomes
among patients following CABG surgery. The study
concluded that guided imagery is very pleasant
and beneficial to the patients. It also concluded that
it is worth exploring its potential benefits with a
larger sample of the population undergoing cardiac
surgery(Stein, et al., 2010). Another randomized
controlled trial reported that guided imagery,
relaxation and foot massage appeared to be very
effective complementary therapy for promoting
psychological wellbeing among patients following
coronary artery bypass graft surgery. Both the
interventions were well accepted by the patients,
there was a significant effect on the calmness
scores(Grifiths, 2002).
Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR)
PMR is a method of learning to monitor and decrease
the muscle tension. It was established in the early
1920 by American physician Edmund Jacobson.
In this technique, each group of major muscles is
slowly tensed and relaxed in sequence. It is a wellaccomplished therapy for reducing psychological
issues among patients with chronic health problems.
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A research study evaluated the efficacy of PMR
on anxiety and quality of life among patients
undergoing CABG surgery and the study concluded
that progressive muscle relaxation is an efficient
intervention for the promotion of psychological
well-being and quality of life (Dehdari, Heidarnia,
Ramezankhani, Sadeghian, & Ghofranipour, 2009).
An experimental research evaluated the effect of
progressive muscle relaxation and guided imagery
among patients following cardiac surgery or
myocardial infarction. Results have shown that
depression scores were significantly reduced in the
experimental group and also suggested that more
intensive sessions on this relaxation method may
result in more positive outcomes (Collins, 1997).

physiological parameters among patients following
cardiac surgery. Results revealed that there was
a significant reduction in pain and anxiety in the
patients who received intervention than who did
not. The research concluded that music is very
effective in reduction of pain and anxiety and
positive effects on physiological parameters among
patients undergoing cardiac surgery (Sendelbach,
Halm, Doran, Miller, & Gaillard, 2006). A systematic
review on the effect of music on postoperative pain
reported that music therapy can be utilized as an
effective adjuvant therapy for the management of
postoperative pain among patients undergoing
surgery (Engwall & Duppils, 2009).

Reflexology

Acupuncture, a component of Chinese traditional
medicine involves stimulation of specific points by
the use of needles which is followed by application
of manual pressure or electrical stimulation or
laser light. It is based on the notion that balancing
the flow of energy in the human body results in
positive health benefits through various pathways.
Many research studies suggest acupuncture does
accomplish therapeutic health effects by arousing
physiologic changes in the nervous system.

Reflexology is a non-invasive alternative therapy
involving the application of appropriate pressure
without the use of oil or lotion to certain points and
parts of the body, such as ear, hands and feet with
specific thumb or finger. It can minimize the activity of
sympathetic nervous system resulting in promotion
of psychological well-being and relaxation.
Findings of randomized controlled trial on efficacy
of foot reflexology reported a significant reduction
in anxiety. The study results well documented
that foot reflexology is a useful complementary
therapy for alleviating anxiety (Nesami, et al., 2014).
Another study was conducted on the efficacy of foot
reflexology on pain during the chest tube removal
among patients undergoing heart surgery. The study
concluded that foot reflexology is a beneficial nursing
intervention to promote psychological wellbeing,
speedy recovery without any complications with
the least cost(Babajani, Darzi, Ebadi, Mahmoudi, &
Nasiri, 2014).
Music Therapy

Acupuncture

An experimental study on patients undergoing
cardiovascular surgery concluded that there was
a significant reduction in the incidence of postoperative nausea among patients who received this
intervention than who do not(Korinenko, Vincent,
Cutshall, Li, & Sundt, 2009). A study concluded that
acupuncture is a very useful intervention in the post
postoperative pain management and it promotes
speedy recovery among patients following surgery
(Maimer, 2013).
Aromatherapy

Music is a pleasurable source to alleviate suffering
and sickness among many people and it has been
used throughout history. Music is a complementary
therapy often used as adjuvant therapy to the routine
pharmacological method in managing the postoperative pain and anxiety. Music has been used to
promote health and wellbeing among patients from
a nursing perspective.

Aromatherapy is a form of complementary therapy
used for enhancing one’s physical or psychological
well-being by making use aromatic compounds such
as plant materials, aromatic oils. Aromatherapy not
only relieves stress but also promotes relaxation.
Disorders such as depression, infections, insomnia,
burns, and hypertension and a wide variety of
physical and mental conditions can also be treated
with aromatherapy.

An experimental research study evaluated the
efficacy of music on psychological outcomes and

A research study evaluated the effects of inhalation
of lavender essential oil on the pain among patients
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following open heart surgery and the study concluded
that inhalation of lavender essential oil has no effect
in reducing the pain, although the study had no
positive results its worth to explore this intervention
with a larger sample(Salamati, Mashouf, Sahbaei, &
Mojab, 2014). Another study evaluated the efficacy of
aromatherapy on blood pressure, anxiety, and sleep
among patients following the percutaneous coronary
intervention. This study concluded there was an
effective reduction in anxiety level and also increased
the quality of sleep among patients. Aromatherapy
alone may be used as a useful nursing intervention
to promote physical and psychological well-being
among the patients (Cho, Min, Hur, & Lee, 2013).
Implications for clinical practice
Complementary and alternative therapies have
been an important aspect of nursing care, and its
utilization underlying the holistic philosophy.
Complementary therapies have many non-invasive
techniques that are cost-effective, simple with fewer
side effects when compared to drugs. Nurses and
clinicians are in a leading position to be frontrunners
in the incorporation of complementary therapies
inpatients following cardiac surgery to render
holistic healthcare. There is increasing attention and
recognition of complementary therapies in clinical
practice among healthcare practitioners.
Recent research studies are stating that these
therapies reduce the various risk factors and
also improve postoperative outcomes in patients
following cardiac surgery. It is also important to
have further research on complementary therapies
to focus on target interventions to promote physical,
psychological wellbeing as well as to enhance speedy
recovery among patients undergoing cardiovascular
surgery.

CONCLUSIONS
There is emerging evidence that treatment of heart
diseases necessitates care of the whole individual
(mind, body and spirit). To efficiently accomplish
this, there is necessity for use of a wide range of
treatment options comprising the finest biomedical
technological care along with the implementation
of complementary therapies. The thought of
surgery provokes anxiety, fear or a sense of stress
for most patients. To minimize this, healthcare
professionals should incorporate evidence-based
116

practice on utilising the most advantageous and safe
complementary therapy remedies.
Utilization of complementary therapies as adjuvant
therapy in the postoperative period will be a
promising intervention to reduce anxiety, pain,
duration of hospital stay, use of sedative drug,
and to promote relaxation, satisfaction and speedy
recovery. The research evidence is emerging that
complementary therapies are the most important
aspect of promoting healing experiences among
patients following cardiovascular surgery. Further
research is required to strengthen the evidence.
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